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Introduction
ComputergamesforlearningEFL/ESLhavegreat
potentialasteachingtools.So-caled・seriousgames・
havebeenshowntoimprovestudentmotivation（Paras
andBizzocchi2005;Clark2007;Tuzunetal.2009）,as
welaslearningoutcomesforEFLstudents（Liuand
Chu2010;Hongetal.2009）.Unfortunately,publishers
ofeducationalmaterialsseemreluctanttoinvolvethem-
selvesingame-makingduetotheperceivedcost,com-
plexityandlowprospectsforreturnonseriousgames
（Kelyetal.2007;Westeraetal.2008）.Therefore,Isug-
gestthatitisuptoindividualclassroom teachersto
buildtheirowncomputergames.
Theproposalthatteachersshouldself-generate
computergamesforESL/EFLisnotunrealisticconsid-
eringthatmostexperiencedteachersgeneratemuchof
theirownmateralanyway,andthattechnologicalde-
velopmentscanenableeventhosewhomayconsider
themselves・technicalychalenged・（Friedman2005;
Baskervile2009）.Thegeneraltrend toward user-
friendlinessandlowcostenablesindividualEFL/ESL
teacherstocreatequalitylearningmaterialsinthe
formofcomputergames,andtodeploythemformulti-
plestudentsaroundtheworld.Therearealreadyre-
sourcesavailableonlinefrom suchorganizationsas
Moodle,Half-BakedSoftware,ImmersiveEducation,
YoYoGames,andthelike,forteacherswhowishto
maketheirowncomputergames,butwhocannotwrite
aprogrammingcode,anddonotwishtolearnhow.
Therefore,thereisnorealtechnicalbarriertoself-
generatingEFL/ESLcomputergames.
Norshouldteachersbedeterredbythenotionthat
theneedforsexy3Dgraphics,soundeffects,orinspira-
tionalnarrativenecessarilyprecludes・amateurs・from
thebusinessofgame-making.AsGee（2003）pointsout,
the・underlyingarchitecture・iswhatmakesagame
pedagogicalyeffective,notits・immersive3-Dgraph-
ics.・Therefore,theabilitytocreategraphicsislessim-
portantthananunderstandingofgoodgamemechan-
ics.Withregardtotheneedfornarrativethrough
questsinfantasticalworlds,therearemanygamegen-
res,andforeachthereisanimportanteducationalrole
tofulfil.Simplegamesthatarehighlyrepetitiveare
usefulforprovidingsufficientpracticetoproceduralize
knowledgeofimportantlinguisticsub-skils,suchas
grammaticalpatterns（Macedonia2005）,andsimple
・arcade・or・flashcard-type・gamesareidealforthis
role（Rapeepisarnetal.2008）.Fortunately,goodgame
designconceptsaresimplertolearnandeasiertomas-
terthangraphicartortheartofstoryteling.
Thisarticleoffersasetofgame-designprinciples
forteachersinterestedincreatingtheirownonlinecom-
putergamesforEFL/ESLlearners.Theguidelinesare
basedondiscussionsinthegamedesignindustry,in
particularon Koster・s（2005,120）listofqualities
sharedby・successfulgames・（・successful・heremeans
inthecommercialsense,andshouldbetakentoimply
・fun・and/or・interesting・）.Ihavetriedtoshorten
Koster・slistwhileincorporatingconceptsfrom other
sources（RolingsandAdams2003;Rouse2005;Salen
andZimmerman2004）togiveamoreconcise,andatthe
sametimeamorecompletepictureoftheartofgame
design.Theguidelinescanapplytoalgames,notjust
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thosethataredigitaly-mediated,soIwilgiveexam-
plesoffamiliargamesinordertoilustratetheprinci-
ples.Forarealworldexampleofhow theycanbe
appliedspecificalytoanonlineEFL/ESLgame,they
arealsoexplainedwithreferencetoagameenginethat
Idesignedandbuiltwithsomefreelyavailablesoftware
tools,andareasonablypricedhostingservice.First,I
wildescribehowIbuiltthegame,thenIwilexplain
thedesignprinciples.
TheGame
Thegame,MeaningMatcher（Figure1）,isasingle-
user,multi-stagematchingactivity（readerscanfind
andplaydifferentversionsofthegameathttp://
babeeboo.com/mod/quizport/view.php?inpopup=true&
id=58 and http://courses.fearnoenglish.com/mod
/quizport/view.php?inpopup=true&id=913）.Itwascre-
atedusingMoodle,aLearningManagementSystem
（moodle.org）,HotPotatos,aquizzgenerationsuiteby
Half-Baked Software Inc.（http://hotpot.uvic.ca/
index.php）,andQuizport,athird-partymodulefor
Moodle（availablethrough afreedownloadatthe
moodle.orgsite）.Buildingthegamerequiresverylittle
technicalexpertisesincethesoftwaretoolsusedrequire
noprogrammingskils;itismoreamatterofknowing
whichfilesandsettingstoselect.Theauthoringenvi-
ronmentsarerelativelyintuitive,andadetailedexpla-
nation ofthetechnicalaspectofconstructing this
particulargameisalreadygivenelsewhere（Bateson
2009）.Soratherthandetractfromafocusondesign,a
generaldescriptionofthesoftwareandwhatitdoes
shouldbesufficientforunderstandingtheprinciplesof
thegame.
Basicaly,theQuizportModulewrapsHotPotato-
generatedquizzesinto・units,・anddeploysthem ona
Moodlewebsite.Thegame,whichconsistsofeight
・stages・ofmatchingactivities,isnothingmorethan
eightHotPotatomatchingactivitiesstrungtogether
intoaunit.Eachsuccessivestageismoredifficultthan
theprecedinginthatanincreasingnumberofitems
mustbematchedwithinthesametimelimitforeach
stage（therelevantsettingsarealintheHotPotato
authoringenvironment）.Navigationthroughtheunit
isdeterminedbytheQuizportmodule,whichalows
authorstosetpreandpostconditionsforeachactivity.
Forexample,inoneversionofMeaningMatcher,a
scoreof100%wiladvanceplayerstwostages,ascoreof
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Figure1.ScreenshotsoftheeightstagesofMeaningMatcher.
90%orbetterwiladvancethemone,ascoreof80%or
betterwilrequirethemtorepeatthesamestage,anda
scoreof79%orlesswilsendthembackonestage.Thus,
theunitformsasimpleflashcard,orarcade-typegame.
There is an important difference between a
flashcard-type game and simply using flashcards.
Activitiesthatfolow gamedesignconceptshavethe
abilitytointrinsicalymotivatelearnerstocontinue,
whereasnormaldril-and-practicerequireslearnersto
engageinanactivitymorebecausetheyhaveto,and
lessbecausetheywantto.MeaningMatcherwasdevised
withsuchdesignconceptsinmind,andthereforeconsti-
tutesapropergame,aswilbedemonstratedbelow.
GameDesignGuidelines
1.Makethecoremechanicasaccessibleaspossible.
・Coremechanic・isindustry-speakforthemost
fundamentaloperationofagame,andoftencorre-
spondstoasimpledescriptionofgameplay.Forexam-
ple,thecoremechanicofgolfistoknockabalintoa
holewithaclub,andthecoremechanicofPac-Manisto
navigateamazetoeatasmanypoint-pilsaspossible.
・Accessible・meansthatthecoremechanicshould,as
faraspossible,beintuitive（i.e.,itshouldnotrequire
complexexplanationsorahighlevelofexpertiseto
grasptheconcept）,anditshouldnotrequireahighde-
greeofaptitudetoperform.Golfhasagoodcoreme-
chanicbecausetheconceptiseasilyunderstoodsimply
bywatching,andPac-Manhasagoodcoremechanicbe-
causeitonlyrequiresplayerstomoveinfourdirections
andisoperatedbyasinglejoystick.Havinganaccessi-
blecoremechanicalowsplayers/learnerstobecome
morereadilyengagedattheoutset,andalowsforan
appealtoawideraudienceencompassingmorevaried
skillevels.Thisexplainswhytherearemoregolfers
andPac-ManplayersintheworldthanthereareChess
players.
MeaningMatcherhasanaccessiblecoremechanic,
whichissimplymatchingitemstoclearsuccessive
stages.Matchingtasksareveryintuitive,asevidenced
bytheirwidespreaduseinteachingmaterials,andthe
samecanbesaidofthenotionofadvancingthrough
stages.Also,aclick-and-dragoperationisrequiredto
physicalymatchtheitemsonthecomputerscreen,but
thisisaverysimpletaskthatonlyrequiresafewsec-
ondsofpracticeforanovicetomaster（afactwhich
makesitafavoriteamongonlinegamedesigners）
（Rouse2005,429）.Inpractice,moststudentsthatIhave
observedhavebeenabletosimplyopenthegamewin-
dow andstartplaying,veryfew evenpausinglong
enoughtoreadtheinstructions.
2.Makethechalengesintegratedandincremental.
The・chalenges・ofagamearedistinctfrom the
coremechanic.Insimpleterms,thecoremechanicisthe
goal,andthechalengesareobstaclestothatgoal.For
example,onechalengeofgolfistohitthebalstraight,
andonechalengeofPac-Manistoavoidencounters
withghostsinnormalgameplay.Abstractingthechal-
lengesfromthecoremechanichasseveraladvantages.
First,agamecanbeaccessibleandchalengingatthe
sametime.Second,italowsgamedeveloperstorecycle
coremechanicsforuseindifferentgames.Mostimpor-
tantly,however,isthattreatingthechalengessepa-
ratelyalowsgamedifficultytobemanipulatedmore
easilysoastoprovideabetterbalancewithplayerskil
levelthroughthecourseofthegame.Thatis,chalenges
aremadeincrementalinthattheybeginatarelatively
basic leveland gradualy become more difficult.
Chalengesbeginatabasiclevelsonovicescanbuild
confidencewithoutbecomingfrustrated.Novicegolfers
aremorelikelytobecomeinterestedingolfifthey
beginoneasiercourses,orsimplybyhittingbalsinan
emptyfield,andPac-Manwouldprobablynothavehad
somuchsuccessiftheintialghostsmovedatthespeed
andnumbersseeninlaterstagesofthegame.Moredif-
ficultchalengesareintroducedlaterbecausewithout
anincreasingmeasureofdifficulty,thereisnosenseof
progressoraccomplishment.Inotherwords,thegame
becomesmenial,andplayersloseinterest.Chalenges
areintegratedinthattheysharecertainsalientfea-
tures.Thisistoensurethatasnovicesmastertheini-
tial,easierchalenges,they aregaining theskils
necessarytoovercomemoredifficultchalengesthatare
introducedlater.
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Thearchitectureofmostcomputergamesistypi-
calyhierarchicalinwhichlarger,higher-orderchal-
lengesareinterwovenwithsmaler,moreimmediate
chalenges（RolingsandAdams2003,308）.Inonever-
sionofMeaningMatcher,alow-orderchalengeiscom-
prehendinganEnglishaudiofile（e.g.,・Whydoyou
wanttostudy?・）,inordertomatchitcorrectlywithits
Japanesetextualcounterpart（e.g.,なぜ勉強したいの？）.
Ahigherorderchalengeistoclearastagebymatching
enoughitemscorrectlywithinatimelimit.Theinitial
stagesareeasierbecausetherearefeweritemsto
match,butaslearnersprogressthroughthestagesthey
mustmatchmoreitemswithinthesametimelimit,
thusmakingthegamemoredifficultasitprogresses.In
thissense,thechalengesofMeaningMatcherareincre-
mental.Thegamechalengesareintegratedbecause
eachstageisanidenticalmatchingactivity,distin-
guishedonlybythenumberofitemsitdisplaysanda
differentcolorschemesandlabeltoindicatestagenum-
ber.Furthermore,eachstagedrawsitsitemsfromthe
sameiteminventory.Therefore,aslearnersprogressup
through thestages,they encountermorerepeated
items.Themoreitemsarerepeated,themoreeasily
playerscanmatchthem,thustheirskillevelincreases
asthegameprogresses.
3.Forceplayerstomakestrategicdecisions.
Playersshouldnotbeabletorelyonasingle
・trump・skiltobeatagame.Rather,theyshouldbere-
quiredtomakestrategicdecisionsthatultimatelyde-
terminetheoutcomeofthegame.Golfershaveseveral
clubstochoosefrom,andPac-Manplayerscanchoose
toeitherconcentrateoneatingalthepointpilstofin-
ishastage,oreatapowerpiltoovercometheghosts.
Thechoicesarestrategicinthattheyultimatelyinflu-
encetheoutcomeofthegame,effectivelyputtingthe
playerincontrol.Thisisakeyfactorinengagingplay-
ers.Conversely,theabsenceofsuchmeaningfulchoices
isnotinteresting.Thescoringsystem ofMeaning
Matcherilustratesthispoint.
EachoftheeightstagesofMeaningMatcherare
weightedsothatthelowerthestage,theloweramaxi-
mumscoreisworth.Playerscanoptoutofthegameat
anypointbypressinga・GiveUp・button,butifthey
optoutatStage2,forexample,theywilonlyreceivean
overalscoreof24%,eveniftheyhavematchedalitems
correctlyatStage2.Playerscanonlyachieveanoveral
scoreof100%byreachingthefinalstageandmatching
alitemscorrectly.Further,ifplayersfailatahigher
stage,thereisapossibilityoflosingwhattheyhave
gained.Forexample,ifaplayercompletesStage2per-
fectly,hewilhaveacurrentoveralscoreof24%,butif
theplayersubsequentlychalengesStage3,whichis
weightedat36%,andcompletesonlyhalfoftheitems
correctly,thenthecurrentoveralscorewildropfrom
24%to18%.So,playersmustchooseateachadvance-
mentwhethertocontinuetoahigherchalengewhere
thereisthepromiseofahigherscore,butalsotherisk
oflosingpoints,ortooptoutwithwhattheyhaveal-
readyachieved.
Bycontrast,apossiblealternativescoringsystem
wouldbetomakethestagescoresaccumulativesothat
multipleattemptsatlowerstageswouldbeequivalent
toahighscoreatahigherstage.Forexample,ifa
playersuccessfulycompletedStage2fourtimeswhile
movingbackandforththroughthecourseofagameat-
tempt,thenthefourscoresof24%wouldresultinan
overalscoreof96%fortheentiregame.Thisscoring
system mayappearattractivebecauseitseemstore-
wardeffort,butitwouldalsoresultinwhatiscaleda
・saddlepoint・ingamedesignterminology（Salenand
Zimmerman2004,21）.Asaddlepointingeographyde-
notesthelowestpointinarangeofmountains,and
thereforetheobviousplacetochooseforpassingover
therange.Ingamedesign,itreferstoanobviousstrat-
egychoiceforgainingadesiredresult（i.e.,a・no-
brainer・）.Inotherwords,facedwiththeoptionof
workingtoimproveone・sskillevelsufficientlytochal-
lengehigherstagesforhigherscores,ortakingthetime
torepeatlower,easierstagesforthesamescore,most
playerswould（reasonably）optforthelatter.Notonly
wouldthisbeineffectivepedagogicaly,becausethe
playersaccomplishverylittleasfarasskilimprove-
ment,butitwouldalsomakeforrelativelyuninspiring
gameplay.
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4.Maketheoutcomeuncertain
Itmayseemcounter-intuitivetosuggest,asinthe
previoussection,thatplayersshouldhaveultimatecon-
trolovertheoutcomeofagame,butatthesametime
thattheoutcomeshouldbeuncertain.However,as
Salen and Zimmerman（2004, 337） state, this
・paradox・isalsoakeyfactorinengagingplayers.
Golfersknowthatasuddengustofwindmayruina
shot,andPac-Manplayers,atleastthosenotfamiliar
withthemovementpatternsoftheghosts,knowthat
theseemingly random movementsmay cornerand
doomtheiravatar.Atthesametime,golfersarestilin
controlbecausetheycanmakedecisionstocompensate
forweatherissuesandstilfinishaholeunderpar.
Similarly,Pac-Manplayersknowthatiftheynavigate
themazecarefuly,withoutlettingtheirattentionfal-
ter,the chances of being cornered are reduced.
Uncertaintyleadstoanticipation,andadeeperinvolve-
mentinthetaskathand.
TheuncertaintyofMeaningMatcherstemsfrom
thefactthatmatchingitemsforastageareselected
randomly from theitem inventory ofthatstage.
Therefore,althoughthereisahigherprobabilityofen-
counteringrepeatitemsasthegameprogresses,itis
nevercertain which itemswil beencountered,or
whethertheywilberememberedsufficiently.Atthe
sametime,playerscancompensateforthisuncertainty
byrelyingonstrategiesotherthanlinguisticcompre-
hensiontoovercomechalenges.Oneobviousstrategyis
toskipoverunknownitems,anddealwiththemlater
throughtheprocessofelimination.Anotherinteresting
strategyIhaveobservedisthatplayerswhorealizethat
itemswilrepeatedlyappear,andwhofinishmatching
altheitemsonastagewilrunouttheclockbypractic-
ingthematcheditemsratherthanpressthe・Check
Answer・buttontofinishthestage.Bydoingsothey
arecompensatingfortheuncertaintythatunknown
items,orunlearneditems,wilappearatalaterstage.
IsitWorththeEffort?
Admittedly,puttingtogetheragamelikeMeaning
Matcherismoretime-consuming,andrequiresmore
mentaleffortthancreatingaregularflashcardactivity.
Therefore,theissueof・relativeadvantage・（Kebritchi
2010,258）mustbeaddressed.Whilenoformalstudies
havebeencompletedonthisparticulargame,thereis
someanecdotalevidencethatitpositivelyinfluencesthe
intrinsicmotivationofEFLlearners.First,fromwatch-
ingthebodylanguageofsomestudentsplayingthe
game,itisevidentthattheyareinastateofintense
concentration.Therehavealsobeenobvioussignsofin-
tenseemotionsuchastable-poundingwhenagameends
withalowscore,andfist-pumpingwhenitendswith
highscores.Second,areporterforalocalnewspaper
visitedaclasswhereIwasusingthegameandinter-
viewedthestudents.Theyreportedthatthisparticular
setofmaterialswas・fun,・and・didn・tseemliketeach-
ing materials・（Kakichi 2009）, where ・teaching
materials・hasnegativeconnotationsintheoriginal
Japanese.Third,studentshavereportedonaschool
surveythattheyspentmoretimeandeffortonhome-
workwhenitconsistedoftheMeaningMatchergame,
thanwhenitconsistedofmoreconventional・dril-and-
kil・exercises.Iinterpretthisasagoodindicationthat
thegame,howeversimple,hasbeenfunandusefulfor
manyofmystudents,soIconsiderthetimeusedtocre-
ateitworth-while.
Conclusion
Thispaperhasintroducedfoursimplerubricsfor
designingagameforEFL/ESLstudents.Agoodgame
hasasimplecoremechanic,beginsatabasicleveland
becomesincreasinglymoredifficult,forcesplayersto
makestrategicdecisions,andhasanuncertainoutcome.
Thesefeaturesmakeagamemoreinterestingandfun
touseforplayers,contributingtostudentmoraleand
intrinsicmotivation.Thepurposeofpresentingthese
guidelineswastohelpEnglishteacherswhowantto
createandpublishtheirownonlineeducationalcom-
putergames.Teachersareenabledtodosobyuser-
friendlyandcheap（orfree）softwaretools,butthey
shouldlearnsomesimpledesignprinciplesinorderto
creategamesthataremoreengaging.Ihopethatthis
articlewilcontributetothenumberandqualityof
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onlineteachingmaterialsforEFL/ESL.
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